
X
T

H
E

 
U

N
I
V

E
R

S
I
T

Y
 
O

F
 
S

T
R

A
T

H
C

L
Y

D
E

SFIA, apprenticeships and 
work-based learning

Dr Fraser Macdonald

Teaching Fellow, Department of Computer and Information Sciences,

University of Strathclyde

f.macdonald@strath.ac.uk



X
 
 
 
T

H
E

 
U

N
I
V

E
R

S
I
T

Y
 
O

F
 
S

T
R

A
T

H
C

L
Y

D
E

Outline

• Introduction to apprenticeships

• Our model of work-based learning

• Our use of SFIA

• Next steps
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Apprenticeships @ Strathclyde

• The University offers a range of 

apprenticeship degrees covering a wide range 

of subjects across business, engineering and 

science at undergraduate and postgraduate 

level

• The apprenticeship route allows the learner to 

achieve the award of a degree while in 

employment

• We offer both Graduate Apprenticeships and 

Degree Apprenticeships

• For today, the focus is on a Graduate 

Apprenticeship: IT: Software Development, 

delivered by Computer and Information 

Sciences
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Structure of the apprenticeship

• A blended approach: 4 days workplace 

/ 1 day university per week

• Four years in duration, 3 x 12-week 

terms

• All core material delivered through 

virtual learning environment

• Mandatory on-campus days every four 

weeks

• Focus on producing “career-ready” 

graduates, but the reality is our 

learners add value very quickly

• BCS accredited
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Diversity of our apprentices

Experience

EmployerRole
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Work-based learning

• Work-based learning (WBL) is practical 

learning experience in the workplace

• WBL integrates theory and practice – 

application of academic concepts in the 

workplace

• Over 25% of credits for the programme 

are obtained through WBL

• The WBL thread runs throughout the 

programme, culminating in a work-based 

4th year honours project
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What problem are we trying to solve?

• How do we deliver WBL...

• ...to apprentices with a variety of 

backgrounds and job roles...

• ...in an academically rigorous manner...

• ...while not over-assessing....

• ...in a resource efficient delivery…

• ...and providing "outstanding education 

and student experience“ (Strathclyde 

2030)

https://www.strath.ac.uk/whystrathclyde/strathclyde2030

https://www.strath.ac.uk/whystrathclyde/strathclyde2030/
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Assessing WBL

• Direct assessment through observation or examination of work 

products is challenging
• Access to the workplace

• Confidentiality

• Time

• Instead, we primarily use indirect assessment through 

authenticating indirect evidence – a portfolio of evidence

• To make an “outstanding experience” we need to go beyond 

mechanical portfolio management 

• We also need to encourage engagement with the WBL process
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Supporting our apprentices

Apprentice

Mentor

Line 
Manager

Apprenticeship 
Lead

Year 
Head

Learning 
Adviser

Programme 
Lead

University Workplace
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A learner-centred process

• Evaluate – understand where 

competency lies and where 

focus is needed

• Prepare – record areas for 

development and translate 

these into specific objectives 

(Personal Development Plan, 

PDP)

• Act – Take action to make 

progress on these objectives

• Reflect – Document learning in 

the form of evidence that is 

collected in the portfolio, 

mapped against SFIA

Evaluate

Prepare

Act

RecordPortfolio
Personal 

Development 
Plan

SFIA
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The Personal Development Plan (PDP)

• Apprentices complete a PDP 

every 6 weeks

• Key PDP areas:
• Personal analysis

• Objective setting

• We assess their engagement 

in this process

• We encourage discussion 

with line managers and 

alignment with organisational 

objectives
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The PDP – personal analysis

Strengths
Areas for 

development

Opportunities Blockers

Personal 
analysis

Strengths and Areas for 

Development are generic at 

first, but subsequently use 

portfolio of evidence to guide 

and directly reference SFIA
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The PDP – objective setting

• Short term (6-week) 

objectives

• Medium term (6-month) 

objectives

• Each objective must be 

SMART

• Each objective must be 

linked to one or more Areas 

for Development
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The PDP

• For most learners, on joining the 

programme personal analysis 

and objective setting are new 

skill that must be learned

• We run several workshops on 

this very early in the programme

• Apprentices are provided with 

written/verbal feedback on each 

iteration of their PDP
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The Portfolio

• Off-the-shelf e-portfolio system

• Evidence is written up using an 

evolution of STARR, STARRC

• Each item of evidence must 

clearly link to one or more 

competencies

• Per-evidence feedback provided 

through e-portfolio system

• We assess quality and quantity 

of evidence, with summary 

feedback every six weeks
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Linking evidence

• Evidence can be linked to one or more competency

• We mandate “linkage” phrases such as:

• “During this task I demonstrated <insert competency> as I <short description of how>”

• “I was able to show <insert competency> through <short description of how>

• This linkage…

• Discourages “scattergunning”

• Forces the Apprentice to confirm which elements of the evidence really demonstrates the 

competency

• Helps the Learning Adviser to understand the apprentice’s comprehension of the competency
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Another view of the process

Review competency framework 
in portfolio to identify areas for 

development

Record areas for development 
in PDP

Create objectives in PDP to 
progress areas for development

Document the work undertaken 
to progress objectives as 

evidence

Link evidence to the 
competencies identified
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SFIA Level 
2/3/4

Autonomy

Business 
Skills

Complexity

Influence

Knowledge

Tailored 
skills

Using SFIA as a WBL framework

• Primarily utilise the SFIA professional skill 

Programming/Software development…but we can 

drop in others if needed

• This is combined with the 5 generic attributes 

(Autonomy, Influence, Complexity, Business Skills 

and Knowledge) to provide a comprehensive 

framework for our learners.

• Vital that apprentices consider not only their 

technical competency, but the much wider skill set 

needed to be a successful employee.

• The generic attributes provide the mechanism for 

exactly this and are invaluable in assisting 

apprentices in building a rounded skill set.

• The nature of SFIA allows us to support apprentices 

with a variety of backgrounds and job roles
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Progression - SFIA 
level

• SFIA levels allow competency to be 

assessed from day 1(-ish) and to grow with 

apprentice experience

• Initially work towards achieving the Level 2 

(Assist) from the SFIA framework

• In subsequent years moving onto level 3 

(Apply) then 4 (Enable)

• Some apprentices may progress more 

quickly, some less

• Level 4 is deliberately challenging - leads into 

the final year project

Y1T1

Y1T3

Y1T2

Y2T1

Y2T3

Y2T2

Y3T1

Y3T3

Y3T2

Y4T1

Y4T3

Y4T2

Level 2: 

Assist

Level 3: 

Apply

Level 4: 

Enable



X
 
 
 
T

H
E

 
U

N
I
V

E
R

S
I
T

Y
 
O

F
 
S

T
R

A
T

H
C

L
Y

D
E

“Learning to speak” SFIA

• We split the skill statements into distinct 

competencies, grouped by skill area

• These are uniquely numbered by us

• We provide additional commentary to assist 

apprentices with interpretation

• We hold workshops to assist with 

understanding competencies and linkage

• Apprentices complete formative exercises 

to help with their understanding:

• Summarising areas of least/most progress over 

a period of time and reflect on why

• Provided with a scenario and ask questions 

around the competencies demonstrated by the 

actors
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Learning Advisers

• Each apprentice is supported by a designated Learning 

Adviser

• LA provides overall guidance tailored to the apprentice and their role

• Assists with interpretation of competencies as applicable to the apprentice

• Provides detailed and general feedback at each feedback opportunity

• LA/Apprentice meet 1:1 twice per term

• Wellbeing

• A structured conversation around PDP and portfolio

• Feedback on overall progression

• LAs all have industry experience
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Working with 
employers

• All employers are invited to an engagement 

workshop at the start of the academic year

• Line managers are provided with:

• A quick guide to WBL and expectations of 

apprentice support

• A guide to SFIA tailored to the apprentice 

progression on the programme

• Ongoing dialogue with Learning Adviser

• We hold periodic curriculum review events 

with employer partners
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Assessing WBL

• We assess engagement with and quality of 

WBL, summarised as a checkpoint review

• There is a clear rubric setting out engagement 

levels and quality expected across various 

dimensions

• Apprentices receive review feedback twice per 

term, in a standard format report

• Reviews are undertaken by individual LAs and 

a standardisation meeting is used to ensure 

consistency of assessment…

• …however, aspects of the review are 

automated (e.g. portfolio progress)



X
 
 
 
T

H
E

 
U

N
I
V

E
R

S
I
T

Y
 
O

F
 
S

T
R

A
T

H
C

L
Y

D
E

4th year project

• Apprentices complete a significant final 

year project module comprising:

• A workplace project - value-adding technology delivery

• A portfolio report on Level 4 competency demonstration

• While the L4 portfolio should be 

significantly progressed by the start of 4th 

year, the workplace project can be 

designed to help “round out” the portfolio

• The Learning Adviser works with the 

apprentice and employer on a suitable 

project scope

Y1T1

Y1T3

Y1T2

Y2T1

Y2T3

Y2T2

Y3T1

Y3T3

Y3T2

Y4T1

Y4T3

Y4T2

Level 2: 

Assist

Level 3: 

Apply

Level 4: 

Enable
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4th year project – portfolio report

• For each Level 4 competency:

• Explain understanding of the competency

• Select and summarise key evidence associated with the competency

• Reflect on the degree to which the competency has been demonstrated and how gaps could 

be filled

• This model allows apprentice who have not appropriate 

opportunities to still achieve a good result

• Can undertake research, look to senior colleagues, …

• Also provides a platform for next stages of professional 

development
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An outstanding experience

• Our approach provides the apprentice with the skills 

to actively manage their career

• Supports and aligns with organisational 

performance and development review activities

• SFIA assists in developing employees with a more 

rounded skillset

• Encourages wider contribution from the apprentice 

to the organisation

• Build awareness of a global skills framework that will 

serve the apprentice throughout their career

• Provides a platform for future career development
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Next steps

• Analysis of apprentice portfolios to understand if/where we 

need to provide further support
• Additional learning material to navigate and use the framework

• Consistent gaps in areas of experience where we need to engage employers

• “Use of AI”

• Collaborate with other institutions to share SFIA experience 

in WBL and placement activities

• Develop a toolkit with SFIA Foundation:
• for education providers

• for employers to support early career professionals
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